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Abstract in English 
 
In contemporary American literature, John Barth is a prolific writer rich in the 
spirit of deconstruction. He has refashioned a lot of literary classics. Ever since the 
publication of his first book, he has become one of the targets of attention for critics, 
and the labels on him have been continuously changing. He was labelled an American 
existentialist in the middle of the 1950s. After the appearance of The End of the Road, 
he was called a black humorist. In the 1960s, he was called a fabulist. In the 1970s, 
Barth found himself called a postmodernist. This label is enduring and has been 
accepted by Barth up to now. The reason why Barth is called a postmodernist is that 
he has been exploring in the literary sphere unrelentingly, practising experiments and 
renovating most ungrudgingly.  
This dissertation discusses Barth’s postmodernist refashioning of the literary 
classics. As far as the American literary canon is concerned, Benjamin Franklin’s 
Autobiography, popular for nearly three hundred years, gives a role model for 
Americans in their daily behavior. The core of the spirit embodied in the book has 
been internalized by Americans to become part of their temperament, and is a good 
explanation for the realization of the American dream. Facts show that in whatever 
stage of social development, the literary canon is needed. For a long time, writers 
have been refashioning the literary canon. This activity is so closely linked with 
Barth’s writing career that it is like a red thread running through his novels. The four 
novels The Sot-Weed Factor, Giles Goat-Boy, Chimera, and The Tidewater Tales 
published at different stages in Barth’s career, that is to say, in 1960, 1966, 1972, and 
1982, respectively adapt Tom Jones, the Arabic and Greek myths, Oedipus Rex, and 
Odyssey. The techniques used are different, and roughly, they can reflect the features 
of Barth’s novels and his attention focus.  
Deconstruction holds that a text makes a signature of an author. It is the nature of 
a signature to call for repetitive countersignatures and this kind of repeatability is 
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Fielding, an English novelist in the eighteenth century, and it can be considered a 
countersignature of the latter. Barth adapts rather than adopts. The continuous 
digressions in Tom Jones’s narrative are dismissed as an immature stage in the 
development of the genre. However, this pristine state is popular with many critics. 
By inheriting the picaresque style in Fielding’s era, The Sot-Weed Factor signals the 
prodigal’s return. In Tom Jones, criticism and fiction exist side by side. But in Barth’s 
novel, criticism is eliminated and fiction is retained. As a novelist good at critifiction, 
Barth integrates criticism into his other novels such as Lost in the Funhouse and 
Chimera, which is an acceptance of Fielding’s spirit. The same use of critifiction 
indicates radically different intentions.  
Barth’s deconstruction lies in two aspects. The first is the difference between 
Barth’s and Fielding’s ideology. Unlike Tom Jones, there is no orderly hierarchy in 
The Sot-Weed Factor. The author has injected the twentieth-century wine into the 
eighteenth-century bottle. In doing this, Barth reflects deconstruction’s tendency to 
render pyramidical hierarchy into horizontal arrangement. The second is the concept 
of history. Deconstruction doesn’t equal destruction. They construct more than they 
destruct. By questioning hoary concepts, they endow people with fresh thinking and 
change the singular capital-letter Truth into the multiple small-letter truths. Similar 
efforts can be seen on Barth’s part. Barth presents a world in which the historical 
figures and fictive figures associate, enriching the connotation of the historical novel. 
The historical figures that he portrays are radically different from the stereotypes. 
Barth seems to say that history is changeable and impervious to decipherment, and it 
can only be looked at, but is incapable of being interpreted. Whatever efforts man has 
made to explain history, the explanation will prove narrow and limited. In the words 
of Jameson, history is like the horizon. It can present a perspective through which 
people can view writings. At the same time, it is constantly receding and forever 
unapproachable.  
With parody as a lever, Giles Goat-Boy refashions the Greek myth Oedipus Rex. 
Barth’s revision indicates that he refuses to take the wrong end of myth and begins to 
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multiple authors. The intertwining of sex and writing has been Barth’s major concern.     
Deconstruction is interested in the orphanhood of a text. The origin is difficult to 
find. This can be testified in the fact that readers can’t find who wrote the Arabic and 
Greek myths. The original author has departed and the meaning of the text is left in 
the hands of interpreters. Chimera provides Barth’s interpretation of the Arabic and 
Greek myths. Deconstructionists think that a text has already had deconstructive 
elements within it. They are listening carefully for the self-deconstructive information. 
To borrow a biblical phrase, they show more concern for the lost lamb than the 
ninety-nine sheep safe in the fold. With this in view, it is observed that The 1001 
Nights is porous although it is seemingly watertight. Both Allan Poe and Barth have 
retold The 1001 Nights, but their focuses are different. Barth as a deconstructor seizes 
the number “1001” and the sentence “one child walking, one child crawling, and one 
child suckling.” With this as a departure, he explores the cycle of Scheherazade’s 
menstruation, pregnancy, delivery, and milking, and makes this detail take on a life of 
its own.  
The framework plays an important role in The 1001 Nights. As an indispensable 
part, it unites the inside and the outside, and is rich in philosophical meaning and 
powerful in narrative function. By transplanting the framework into “Menelaiad” in 
Lost in the Funhouse and The Sot-Weed Factor, Barth revitalizes a dusty device. 
Barth’s refashioning the literary canon, such as The 1001 Nights, also indicates that 
the world of literature is not a self-contained system. It is open and the web of texts 
forms a supertext where it is always being rewritten and this process shows no sign of 
coming to a halt. An individual text is but a node in this intertextuality.  
Barth also refashions the Greek myth already ridden with loopholes. He has 
preserved the mythic skeleton and added farcicality to the mythic heroes. He limns the 
way Chimera came into being, gives a palinode of the flooding of the royal palace, the 
seduction of Anteia, and provides a new interpretation regarding the petrification of 
Pheneus. He challenges Medusa’s ability to turn things into stones and supplies a 
sequel to the killing of Medusa. The result is that any text is open-ended and remains 
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the cultural heritage adapted by Barth, readers are in a better position to face the 
future. Barth says clearly that he has no political intention. What he cares about is 
artistry. However, “political perspective [is] the absolute of all reading and all 
interpretation” (Jameson 17). The independent and aggressive women in Chimera are 
a manifestation of the women’s liberation movement in the 1960s.  
The Tidewater Tales can be viewed as a variation of Odyssey and other literary 
books. As far as Barth’s refashioning is concerned, political plague is emphasized. 
Readers are made aware of the shadow of Jameson’s “ideologeme.” Barthian sense of 
humor characterizes Barth’s Odyssey. By means of Grice’s four principles, Barth’s 
violation of these rules is analyzed. 
Another feature of Barth’s refashioning is that he is also adept at revisiting his 
own books, which have indisputably become part of the canon. This dissertation 
attempts to interpret this phenomenon by means of the coastline measurement theory. 
When this principle applies to story-telling, it means that based on the same literary 
classic, by selecting a different focus, by changing characters, perspective, tone or 
style, totally different and countless stories can be created. Barth’s rewriting practice 
proves the inexhaustibility of a source text and its amazing amenability to different 
refashioning strategies.  
Besides, Barth has reconstructed and reinvented languages. This endeavor is his 
war against the linguistic dictator in people’s mind. Creating a language is an epitome 
of reshuffling the literary canon. These two activities, in parallel, are complementary 
and not exclusive.   
On the level of words, Barth plays verbal games, including coinages, 
abbreviations, and loan words. In theory, Barth’s coinages have the property of 
randomness and differences, therefore meeting the principles put forward by Saussure. 
Some abbreviations are crystallizations of people’s wisdom after the vicissitude of 
time. Generally speaking, their meaning is fixed. They are concise, convenient and 
extremely functional. Barth imparts totally different meanings to many abbreviations, 
enlarges their application and permits them to assume recognizably Barthian nuances. 
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some inadequacy in the expressive power of English, which has failed to represent an 
author’s idea and the writer needs other languages to make up for the pitiable lack. At 
the same time, Barth borrows diachronically from other epochs. In The Sot-Weed 
Factor, he rejects modern English and invokes the eighteenth-century English. In 
LETTERS, he uses languages of the future. This technique becomes a way to add to 
the vitality of the contemporary English. On the level above words, Barth uses many 
figures of speech, such as simile, metaphor, ambiguity, paradox, understatement, 
exaggeration, bathos, and palindrome. In this way, language elements are rearranged 
in a kaleidoscopic fashion and possess a unique characteristic. Barth seems to force 
people to look at the literary canon from a new perspective and reconsider its legacy. 
Reading Barth’s books gives readers a pair of special glasses, and allows them to 
question numerous suppositions in life.  
This dissertation maintains that three possible elements account for Barth’s 
adaptational attitude: Barth’s musical background is one factor. The ability of an 
arranger is transferred to the activitity of canon refashioning. The next one is the 
anxiety of influence. “Bloom’s anxiety-ridden and aggressive young poet destined for 
greatness, whose quest for literary authority, like the child’s quest for unique identity, 
can proceed only through resilient protestation against influence” (Tobin 6). Barth 
doesn’t dodge this psychological distress. Instead, he embraces it, puts it to a good use, 
and by exploiting the literary resources, promotes literature to a new phase. The third 
is the element of milieu. Hippolyte Taine views surroundings as one of the influences 
on literature (Adams 639). This is a suitable description of Barth’s work. In Barth’s 
Chesapeake Bay, the landscape is constantly changing. Borders are always blurred 
and distinctions are unfailingly smeared. This is reflected in Barth’s writing. 
Boundaries and distinctions are arbitrary, fluid, and negotiable: form versus content, 
realism versus irrealism, fact versus fiction, life versus art.  
Barth’s canon refashioning is of great significance. It is Barth’s contribution to 
contemporary American literature, especially to postmodernist fiction. Barth has been 
systematically revamping the literary canon. To some degree, this is the key to reading 
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writing not only alienate him from the great masses, but also make the small masses 
that have been studying him feel confused. The weakness of Barth’s refashioning 
suggests things new writers should guard against. A comparison between Barth and 
other postmodernist writers is conducive to an objective and fair assessment of Barth.  
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